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Danes and Danish on the Great Plains:
Some Sociolinguistic Aspects
By Donald K. Watkins
The number of Scandinavians in the upper Midwest in 1850 was
insignificant compared to the tens of thousands who arrived annually after
the Civil War; but the early settlements, primarily in northern Illinois and
eastern Wisconsin, typically served as way stations for the Scandinavians
who came later, staying near the Great Lakes for shorter or longer periods
of time before moving westward where more favorable conditions
beckoned . It is in this connection one finds the nominal beginnings of a
Danish presence in the prairie states, the region of the country most
favored by the somewhat more than three hundred thousand Danes who
immigrated in the half century after 1865. Pre - Civil War settlement by
Scandinavians in the Mississippi Valley was dominated by Norwegians and
Swedes, with an incidental number of Danes among them . The
Scandinavians as a group were at this time a small minority of the white
population which pressed hard against the eastern boundaries of the
constantly decreasing Indian lands as yet unacquired by the United States
government. It had been the seeming uselessness, or at least remoteness,
of the trans-Mississippi area in the 1820s which had guided presidents
Monroe and Jackson to set this region aside as Indian Territory, but by
1840 the Permanent Indian Frontier had been redefined as the lands west
of the ninety-fifth meridian, primarily in present-day Kansas and
Oklahoma. As a result of war and treaties in the 1830s, Indian rights to land
in southern Wisconsin, eastern Iowa, and southeastern Minnesota had
been voided, and very quickly the frontier between white and Indian
territory moved from the Mississippi to the Missouri River. By 1840 eastern
Iowa had a population estimated at forty-three thousand, and in the
following decade the valleys of the Mississippi and Saint Croix rivers in
eastern Minnesota became the domain of lumbermen and a constantly
growing number of farmers. 1
In the vanguard settlements of Norwegians in Wisconsin one finds a
personality who appropriately symbolizes the onset of Danish colonization
on the prairie frontier. Danish-born Claus Lauritsen Clausen, one of the
earliest ministers of the Norwegin Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,
was instrumental in extending Scandinavian settlement from Wisconsin
into northeastern Iowa and southern Minnesota. The early Norwegian
immigrant communities of Saint Ansgar, Forest City, Alberta Lea, and
Blooming Prairie, among others, were created as a result of Clausen's
expedition in 1852-53 in search of good farmland which might relieve the
population pressure in the growing colonies of eastern Wisconsin . The
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earlier foundation in 1848 of Denmark, Brown County, Wisconsin, by
immigrants from Langeland and Zealand has been attributed in part to
Clausen's inviting letters home to kin and friends, and in 1854 many of
these Wisconsin Danes joined the Norwegians in the vicinity of newly
established Saint Ansgar in Mitchell County, lowa.2
This small group of Danes in the midst of a major Norwegian colony
represents one of the earliest rural populations of Danes so far west of the
Great Lakes. As a symbol, the Saint Ansgar settlement also rightly suggests
that the Danes, even in rural localities, seldom lived apart from other
Scandinavians or German-speaking Americans, who were at home in large
number in virtually every section of the Midwest. The fact that C.L.
Clausen was a churchman also anticipates the important role of the
nationally oriented church in the creation of Danish colonies . The Danish
Lutheran synods, once established in the last quarter of the century, were a
significant organizing and cohesive force within Danish-American
communities. 3 Finally, the Wisconsin origin of the Danes in Mitchell
County, Iowa, reiterates the prominence of secondary, planned
colonization in the growth of dansk Amerika.
The boundaries that immigrant groups perceived between each other
and the English-speaking population were generally those of language and
culture rather than geography. The common cause frequently made by
Danes and Norwegians in many areas of organized social life (for example,
church membership, the publication of Dano-Norwegian newspapers,
periodicals, and books) points out that some boundaries were naturally too
weak and gave way to force of practical needs. It was rare that a rural
concentration of foreign-born settlers of common stock was not leavened
by speakers of English or of yet another language. The use, maintenance,
and transmission of the Danish language, in particular, was seldom aided
by pure and simple geographic isolation of the nybygd, or settlement, as
may have been true, for instance, of the rather late Danish colonies in
northwestern North Dakota.
While the internal use of Danish by immigrant families was as natural
as speech itself, the equally natural and accelerated process of language
change in the new multi I ingual environment alternately amused or
alarmed Danish-born observers whose education gave them the convential
view that language purity was a reflection of individual intelligence, if not
national virtue. This attitude took a more sophisticated form in the
conviction of many Danish Lutheran churchmen and other intellectuals
that the preservation of a distinct Danish cultural identity within American
society was both desirable and possible, given the proper exertion of will
power combined with educational facilities. Many speakers for the cause
of bicultural allegiance, danskhedens sag, as it was called, eventually
accepted the fact that a language shift was taking place. They later
separated the question of language from that of Danish cultural values,
but before the turn of the century it seemed to be a reasonable belief in
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this nation with its large and growing population of foreign-born Americans
that stable bilingualism could be maintained, even though other kinds of
social assimilation might be welcomed in the adopted country.
My primary purpose here is to sketch the distribution of Danish
settlements in the prairie states between 1865 and 1930 and to point to
cultural phenomena which mirrored the condition and status of Danish visa-vis English. With respect to the latter point, the history of two social
institutions provides a great deal of information. These are the Danish
Lutheran synods and the Danish-American press . The use of Danish in
church-related activities is well documented and rather clearly reflects the
language preference of several generations. The growth, viability, and
decline of Danish-American newspapers and other publications likewise
indicate a good deal about the language loyalty of Danish-Americans .
One recognizes, however, that circulation and commercial success in the
publishing business depend as much on attractive journalism, sound
management, and favorable competition as on the language skills and
habits of the potential readership. For a thorough report on Danishlanguage journalism in America, the reader is referred to the studies by
Marion T. Marzolf.•
This is not, to be sure, primary linguistic data, nor are there
contemporary published studies from those years that objectively describe
in linguistic terms D_a nish-American language usage. Yet there are many
vignettes and comments in novels, travelogues, and the press which
characterize American Danish in some detail. These contemporary insights
by Danes and Danish Americans, often friendly self-portraits and
sometimes satirical .caricatures by visitors from Denmark, may imply a
uniformity of language among the Danish Americans that actually was not
present. In fact, the study of Danish-American society and its institutions
indicates that all degrees of I inguistic self-consciousness were present,
together with corresponding levels of concern for proper Danish.
Concerning the possible unreliability of the portrayal in fiction of
American-Scandinavian speech, one takes warning from the sins
committed by the realistic writer Vilhelm Moberg in his immigrant
tetralogy. His misrepresentation of important facets of American Swedish
underscores the fact that writers more often use speech differences to
typify a group than to document a dialect or an idiolect. 5
In the case of Danish-American fiction-written , of course, by highly
literate immigrants and exceptional individuals-one is far more likely to
find that the typing of characters through language is achieved by the use
of a limited number of quite predictable Danish dialect shibboleths rather
than by the depiction of American-Danish speech as a coherent I inguistic
system . Yet even the use of dialect forms is rare, when measured against the
bulk of Danish-American fiction, virtually all of which is written in the
contemporary standard language of a nation where for centuries the
written and spoken Danish of Copenhagen had been the norm of educated
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usage. Education , of one sort or another, was something all DanishAmerican authors shared, and as writers they had little inclination to
demonstrate the linguistic realities of Danish speech in America. One feels
the problem was practical. The major Danish settlement in Shelby County,
Iowa, for example, was settled in the period 1865-70 primarily by natives of
the three islands Fyn, M<,bn, and .Af.r¢. This diversity of origins was later
increased when other Danes arrived from western Iowa, Wisconsin, Illinois,
and Indiana. The dialectal variety present in this and most DanishAmerican communities, not to mention the special complications of
American Danish, probably dismayed many a realistic writer who
considered recording actual speech in his fiction. The standard language
offered a neutral and safe haven from the dangers that lay in wait for the
writer who would attempt to be too realistic in the portrayal of the
American-Danish language.
Nonfictional literature by or about Danish Americans, on the other
hand, does contain hints-they cannot be called data- about the
language actually spoken by the uneducated majority of working-class
Danish Americans . I list here selected examples of loanwords and
loanshifts which parallel phenomena recorded by Haugen and Hasselmo in
their work with American Norwegian and Swedish, respectively.•
Loanwords appear in this order-English model, American-Danish
replica, native Danish equivalent: (street)car 'karen ' (sporvognen), casket
'kasketen ' (kisten), creek 'krikken ' (bcekken), laywer '/r/Jjeren ' (sagfr/)reren},
mower 'moren' (sfaamaskinen), road 'roden ' (vejen}, (rain)shower 'sjoveren '
(regnbygen), pillow 'pilleren ' (puden), (barbed)wirefence 'weierfensen '
(pigtraadshegnen), to fix 'fixe' (ordne), to husk (corn) 'huske' ([approximately]
afskalle), to jump 'jumpe' (springe, hoppe}, to kill 'kille' (drcebe, myrde), to
lose '/usse ' (tabe), to start out 'starte ud' (begynde, tage afsted), to kick 'kigge'
(sparke). Loanshifts in which the meaning of the Danish morpheme is
expanded to include an English meaning, appear in thi s order-Danish
morpheme with translation, example of Ameri can-Danish usage with
translations and standard Danish: (1) hjaelpe 'to help': " Jeg kan ikke hjcelpe
det" (" I can't help it" ) (" Jeg kan ikke andet" ); (2) g(/Jre 'to do': " Jeg g¢r for
tiden temmelig godt" (" I am doing pretty well these days" ) (" Jeg har det for
tiden temmelig godt" ); (3) se 'to see': " Jeg saa hende hjem" (" I saw her
home" ) ("Jeg fulgte hende hjem " ); (4) miste 'to lose': " Saa har jeg mistet
trcenet" (" So I missed the train" ) (" Saa kom jeg for sent til toget" ); (5) ofre
'to sacrifice': " Han ofrede m ig 200 dollars" (" He offered me 200 dollars" )
(" Han ti Ibod mig 200 dollars" ); (6) staa 'to stand': " Hun stod der i fire dage"
(" She stayed there for four days" ) (" Hun blev der i fire dage" ); (7) dejlig
' lovely': " Yi havde en dejlig tid" (" We had a nice time" ) (" Yi havde det
rart" ); (8) haard 'hard' (of objects) ' harsh' (of people, fate, and other things):
" Det et haardt at sige" (" That is hard to say" ) (" Det er svcert at sige" ); (9)
smal 'narrow': Giv mig et smalt glas" (" Give me a small glass" ): " Giv mig
et lille glas" );(10) sp(/Jg ' joke': " Deter ikke sp¢g" (" That is no joke" ) (" Deter
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ikke morsomt"). 7
The rather mild degree of lexical and semantic interference seen here
could be expected in the speech of immigrants themselves, individuals
whose functional awareness of the Danish norm decreased according to
individual combinations of factors. This is not the opportunity to review
the linguistic and cultural factors that may generally have favored
interference and a shift to English. These did not differ in kind from the
factors observed in the case of other Scandinavian groups in the United
States, although the greater extent and speed of a complete shift to English
is a special characteristic of the Danish Americans. (See the information
taken from the U.S. census report of 1970 below.) For most Danish
Americans, strict bilingualism was an effort with few practical and
psychological rewards. The educated members of the Danish-American
intelligentsia, on the other-the ministers, educators, editors, and
writers- gained self- and peer-esteem through a careful observation of
language boundaries. Their steady contact through publications and
correspondence with cultural life in Denmark was further reinforced by
not infrequent trans-Atlantic travel. The popular image of the DanishAmerican immigrant intellectuals who produced the bulk of the group's
literature and expressed the greatest concern about the preservation of
danskhed. Whatever else danskhed signified, it meant bilingualism in an
American society where English monolingualism had the greatest practical
value.
On the eve of the Civil War there were not yet ten thousand Danishborn residents of the United States, and a large portion of these were the
result of the success experienced by Mormon missionaries in Denmark
after 1850.8 It was 1870 before the number of Danish-born exceeded thirty
thousand . During the previous decade Swedish immigration was three
times this number, and by 1870 the number of Norwegian-born residents
had already passed one hundred thousand . The pattern of Danish
settlement after 1865 was characterized by greater geographic dispersal
than has been observed for the other main Scandinavian-American groups.
In 1910, 57 percent of all Norwegian-born Americans lived in the three
bordering states of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and North Dakota. In the same
census year 52 percent of the Swedish-born lived in Minnesota, Illinois and
New York. The most Danish state in 1910, with slightly less than 10 percent
of the Danish-born residents of the United States, was Iowa, and one must
add Minnesota, the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Montana, Wyoming, and
Colorado in order to encompass 37 percent of the first-generation Danish
Americans. An additional 22 percent lived in the states of Michigan,
Illinois, and Wisconsin. The distribution of Danes among the states of
Illinois (primarily the Greater Chicago area), Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa,
and Nebraska was rather even, and the last two states formed the southern
boundary of heavy Danish settlement in the Midwest. 9
Although most of Iowa and Minnesota does not belong to the Great
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Plains as the term is defined by geographers, both of these states are an
integral part of the pattern and history of Danish settlement on the Great
Plains proper. Consequently I use Great Plains here to mean Minnesota,
Iowa, North and South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Montana, Wyoming,
and Colorado. One notes from the following figures that the proportion of
Danish Americans in this region relative to the entire nation declines after
1900. (Reference in the following pages to "Danish Americans," unless
otherwise specified, is to the foreign-born only.) The decline in the more
urban and industrial Great Lakes states of Michigan, Illinois and Wisconsin
is less rapid.
U.S. Tout

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950

1970

GitEAT PLAINS

30,107
132,.543
181,649
179,474
107.982
61,410

22~
43
37
30
25
18

WESTERN G1tF.A1" LAKES

34""

24

22
22
20
16

Lacking studies that suggest unusual migration patterns on the part of
Scandinavian Americans within the United States in the twentieth century,
one may assume that the more rapid decline on the agricultural Great
Plains-so inhospitable to farmers in the dust bowl and depression of the
1930s- reflects the general American migration westward and away from
the land. Moreover, new immigrants after 1920 have settled primarily in
metropolitan areas on both coasts and in the Great Lakes states. By 1920, 10
percent of Danish Americans lived in California, and by 1960, 33% lived in
western states.
The following table provides an overview of the absolute number of
Danish Americans in these states and their proportion relative to other
foreign-born residents. In this table there is no indication of the size of the
category "foreign stock, " individuals with one or more foreign-born
parents . Such statistics are omitted because the children and grandchildren
of immigrants were the Americans who personally experienced the
language shift. Their numbers as such would seem to tell little about the
presence of Americans who were able to-indeed, who had to-use the
foreign language rather than English in many, if not most, of life's
situations. It was the presence of different groups of monolingual
Americans which created the social requisite of bilingualism on the part of
following generations. William F. Mackey summarizes the primary
importance of the size and very presence of the monolingual, immigrant
generation:
An individual 's use of two languages supposes the existence of two different
language communities; it does not suppose the existence of a bilingual community.
The bilingual community can only be regarded as a dependent collection of
individuals who have reasons for being bilingual. A self-sufficient bilingual
community has no reason to remain bilingual , since a closed community in which
everyone is fluent in two languages could get along just as well with one language. 10
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DISTRIBUTION AND PROPORTION OF DANISH-BORN AMERICANS
IN GREAT PLAll'IS STATES 1870-1970

Populalion

Foreign-born
as pcrcenl of
popula1ion

Danish -born

Danish-born
as pcrcenl o(
foreign-born

1.2
3.0
3.0
3.5
3.5
2.7

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

439,706
1,301,826
2,075 .708
2,563 ,953
2,982.483
3,804,971

Minncsola
J6 .5
J5.9
26.2
15.2
7.0
2.6

1.910
14,133
16. 137
13,831
7,374
2,621

11!70
1910
1930
1950
1970

I, 194,020
1,911 ,986
2,224,771
2,470 ,939
2,621 ,073
2,824,376

Iowa
17.1
16.9
12 .3
16.8
3.2
1.4

2.827
15,519
17 ,961
14,698
7,625
2,658

1870

14.181

1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

182 ,719
577,Q56
680,845

IS'}()

619 ,636

617.76'1

Dakola Tcrrilory
34 .0
Nonh Duo1a
44 .6
27 . 1
15.5
7.9
3.0

1.4
4.8
6 .6

8.7
9 .0
6.6

115

2.4

2,860

3.5

5,355
2,936

3.4
·2.8
2.7
2.2

1,315
410

It is interesting as a social statistic to know, for instance, that in
addition to the 57,301 foreign-born Germans in Nebraska in 1910, there
were 94,249 residents both of whose parents wre German born, and 50,163
one of whose parents was native German. While the German stock in
Nebraska in 1910 thus constituted 37.5 percent of the total population, the
statistic is uninformative on the question of language usage by this portion
of the population . As a statistical estimate of the possible or probable
viability of a foreign language in an American community, the number of
proportion of foreign born in local populations (counties and townships)
are most telling. This is admittedly an inference after the fact and is based
on observations by linguists of communities where foreign-language use
and bilingualism persisted long after English prevailed elsewhere . It also
would seem to assume the absence of social barriers and prejudices that
actively promote bilingualism in that separate monolingual groups remain
distinct socially and linguistically. Those social barriers were absent in the
case of the Scandinavian immigrants, whose children had to be bilingual
only so long as the monolingual foreign born were a significant presence in
the community. The third-generation Scandinavian Americans seldom
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Populalion

Foreign-born
as pcrcenl of
population

Danish-born

Danish-born
as pcrcenl nf
foreign-born

Soulh Dakota

1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

692.849
652.740
665,507

27 .7
18 .7
9.5
4 .7
1.6

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

122 ,993
1,058 .910
1. 192,214
1.377 ,963
1.325.510
1.482.412

25.0
19. I
14 .8
8.7
4.3
1.9

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

364.399
1.427 ,()<)6
1.690.949
I ,880.999
1,905.299
2,246.578

Kansas
13 .6
10.4
8.0
4.3
2.0
1.2

1870
1890
19IO
1930
1950
1970

20,595
132 , 159
376.053
537 .606
591,024
694,409

1870

9,118
60,705
145 .965
225,565
290.529
332,416

328.808
538.888

4,369
6_294
5,298
2,528
916

4.8

6.3
8.0
8.2
8.4

Nebraska

1890

1910
1930
1950
1970

Montana
38.7
32.6
24.4

13 .6
7.3
2.7
Wyoming
38 .5

24.6
18.6
8.7
4 .6

2.0

1, 129
14.345
13,674
I0,210
4,555
1.651

5.7

502
3,136
2,760
1.727
649
303

1.0
2. 1
2.0
2.1
I. 7
I. I

95

!.2
Ui
2 .1
3:5
3.2
2.7

683

1,943
2.541
1,398
594

3.7
7. 1
7.8
8.6
8.0

54

1.5

680
962
775
444
190

4 .6
3.5
3.9
3.3

77
1.650
2,755
2,373

1.2
3.8

2.8

Colorado

1870
1890

1910
1930
1950
1970

39,864
412.198
799,024

16.6
19.3
16.0

1,035,791
1,325,089
2.207.259

8.2
4.5

2.7

1.381
1,487

4.4
2.8
2.3
2.5

Note: The raw data are taken from United States census reports for the years in
question. Percentage calcu lations are my own. Before 1930 Icelandic-born Americans
were included with the Danish-born. This significa ntl y affects the data for North
Dakota in 1910. The proportion of Icelandic- to Danish-born North Dakotans in 1930
suggests that the figure for 1910 may include 20 percent Icelandic-born.
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perceived a pressing need to be bilingual.
Diachronic statistics for the individual states provide a very general
idea of Danish-American demography in the Great Plans. A close look at
the patterns of residence in 1910 is much more informative. I choose the
census year 1910 because at this time the number of first-generation
Danish Americans in the United States was reaching its peak. Settlements
in the prairie states were well established, although the size of the Danish
population grew and its focal points shifted somewhat in both Montana
and North Dakota after 1910. The census of 1910 defined urban population
as residents of incorporated places having twenty-five hundred inhabitants
or more. Only 24% of Danish Americans in the nine-state region fit this
broad definition of urban. Rurality thus typified the group, and the rural
population was particularly high in the Dakotas and Wyoming, where no
boom towns, such as Denver and Butte, attr.acted immigrants to centers of
industry.11
Minnesota
Iowa
North D~kOla
South Oak.Ola
Nebraska
Kansas
Montana
Wyo!11ing
Colorado

Rural

Urban

64%

36%

73

27

92
91

8
9
29
22
22

71
78
78
!IS

52

IS

48

In fact, from the Great Lakes to the Rocky Mountains only six cities had
more than 1,000 Dan.ish-born inhabitants: Chicago (11 ,484), Racine (3,145),
Omaha (2,924), Minneapolis (2,030), Saint Paul (1 ,412), and Council Bluffs
(1 ,155). To speak of other cities with relatively large numbers of Danes
exaggerates the local weight of this group in relation to much larger
groups: Oshkosh (373) and Green Bay (241) in Wisconsin; Duluth,
Minnesota (405); Sioux City (517), Clinton (494), Des Moines (353) and
Waterloo (237) in Iowa; and Denver, Colorado (892).
The impression one might gain from the information presented so far is
that most Danish Americans in the Great Plains states were dispersed over
a vast area of prairie. Yet quite a different picture emerges from a study,
county by county, of the populations of the nine-state region . In the case
of Iowa and Nebraska, some 40 percent of the two states' Danish
population lived in a limited contiguous area-ten counties in Iowa, four
in Nebraska- around the urban focal point of the sister cities on the
Missouri River, Omaha and Council Bluffs. Another 40 percent of Iowa's
Danish population lived in twenty-one contiguous counties extending
northeasterly and northwesterly from Des Moines to the Minnesota border.
Thus more than three-quarters of the Danes in Iowa lived in one-third of
the state's geographical area, and these Danish areas extended into
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Nebraska and Minnesota to create enclaves of Danish-American
population in the Midwest. It is also typical of Danish-American
demography that these enclaves were shared with other Scandinavians;
approximately 60 percent of the foreign-born Norwegians and Swedes in
Iowa in 1910 lived in the same area as did 80 percent of the Danish born .
When those counties with the greatest concentrations of foreign-born
Danes plus second-generation Danish Americans (both parents foreign
born) are indicated on a map, the localized character of Danish American
residence is quite striking. The following chart and table identify the fortythree most Danish counties. The Danish-American population of these
relatively few counties constituted 49 percent of the total of first- and
second-generation Danes in Great Plains states in 1910. One may view
these counties as focal points surrounded by counties in which most of the
remaining 51 percent of Danish Americans lived.
In order to suggest the density of the local (county) Danish-American
population, the counties are ranked in descending order according to the
Danish proportion in the local population. In this respect it is not
altogether inappropriate or misleading to compare a small Iowa county
with, for instance, the expanses of Valley County, Montana. Viewed as
residents of townships, an important unit of social organization in rural
America of the past, the Danish contingent in both counties may be
comparably localized and cohesive in a manner which supported the
viability of the Danish language in the American environment. In 1915 a
Danish resident of Sheridan County, Montana, (which measures about forty
by fifty miles) reported that the Danish colony near the town of Dagmar
was " twelve miles wide and twenty miles long, settled almost exclusively
by Danes, some seven hundred in all." 12 The dimensions of the Dagmar
settlement correspond to those of most counties in Iowa.
For the purpose of describing the growth of these concentrations of
Danish Americans, a distinction should be made between a settlement and
a colony. The settlements came into being gradually and without a single
organizational impetus, although a settlement might later increase in size
as the result of an attractive institution within its borders, such as a DanishAmerican folk high school. The colonies were originally planned and
financed by cooperating individuals who formed a land company or by
cultural organizations whose overriding interest was the creation of
cohesive Danish-American communities in the interests of danskhed. The
church-related organization Dansk Folkesamfund (1887). The Danish Church,
and The United Church all spearheaded such colonies.
The historically largest rural concentration of Danes in the United
States, occupying a thirty-five by eighty-five mile area in Audubon, Cass,
Shelby, and Pottawattamie counties in Iowa, came into being as a
settlement. In the late 1860s a small number of Danes from Moline, Illinois
settled in the Elk Horn area of Shelby County. Through the DanishAmerican grapevine that kept the settlers in touch with friends and
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acquaintances in Denmark and the older Danish-American communities,
the four-county area attracted newcomers from Europe, Wisconsin,
Illinois, and eastern Iowa. The actual size of the Danish population cannot
be gleaned from census data, for a considerable portion, perhaps 25
percent of the "German-born" residents of these counties (5,254 in 1910)
were in fact Danish-speaking natives of Slesvig, the duchy lost by Denmark
to Prussia in 1864. The creation in 1878 of the Danish-language Elk Horn
Folk High School (to the discontent of many Danes originally called " Leif
Eriksens Minde" by its Norwegian principal , Olav Kirkeberg) added a
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GREATEST CONCENTRATIONS, BY COUNTIES, OF
DANISH AMERICANS IN 1910
Percent
of local
population : rank

Number
of Danish
Americans

Percent
of local
population

I . Audubon. Iowa
Howard . Nebr.
Lincoln , Minn .
Shelby . Iowa
Kearney. Nebr.
6. Turner. S.Dak.
7. Freeborn. Minn .
8. Washington. Nebr.
9. Kingsbury. S .Dak.
10. Emmet, Iowa
11. Clay. S .Dak.
12 . Steele, Minn .
IJ . Buena Vista, Iowa
14 . Nuckolls. Nebr.
15 . Burke , N .Dak .
16. Pouawattamie. Iowa
17 . Yankton, S .Dak.
18 . Franklin, Iowa
19. Monona , Iowa
20. Clay, Iowa
21. Valley. Mont.
22 . Redwood , Minn.
23. Hancock. Iowa
24 . Dodge, Nebr.
25. Lyon, Minn .
26 . Grundy, Iowa
27 . Palo Alto, Iowa
28 . McLocd, Minn.
29. Black Hawk, Iowa
30. Douglas, Nebr.
31. Ward, N .Dak.
32. Cass. Iowa
33 . Clinton, Iowa
34. Kossuth, Iowa
JS. Cerro Gordo, Iowa
36. Story, Iowa
37 . Woodbury, Iowa
38 . Otter Tail, Minn .
39. Hennepin, Minn .
40: Ramsey, Minn .
41. Denver, Colo.
42 . Polk, Iowa
43 . St . Louis, Minn .

3487
2336
1914

27 .S
25.7
19.4
18 .1
16 .9
14.9
14 .7
13.9
9 .4
9 .3
8.6
7.6
1.S
1.S

12
19
26
33
17
18
23

7.0

40

6 .8
6.6
6 .2
6.0
6.0
S.1
S.6
5.1
S.O
4.9
4 .8
4.6

3
27
25

2.
3.
4.
S.

2996

1539
2067
3277
1772
1186
915
746

1232
1198
976
634
3785
876
917

997
764
779
IOJS
654
1109
765
645
643
825
1832
6414

943
606

1318
615
659
619
1577
704
4164

2732
1392
644
827

4.4
4.1
3 .8
3 .7
3 .2
2.9
2 .8
2.6
2.6
2.3
I.S
1.2

1.2
0.65
0.6

o.s

' Size of local
' Danish-American
population : rank

4
8
10
6
14
9

s

22
32

JO
21
36

20
31
37
39
29

II
I
24
43
16
42
JS
41

13
34

2
7
IS
38
28

Total: 6S,I IS (49% of the nine-state total)
Note: "Danish American" here describes the foreign -born and the native-born children of two
fordgn-bom parents. Approximately~ of I JJ, 167 Danish Americans in these states belonged lo
the second generation .
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cultural magnet to other attractive elements in the area: the fertility of the
soil , proximity by rail to the market center of Omaha-Council Bluffs, and
financial security provided by such cooperative ventures as the Danish
Mutual Assurance Company for Elk Horn and Environs (1882).13
In 1871, 180 miles west of the Elk Horn settlement, lay the frontier in
Nebraska. Land could be had in this region for four dollars an acre, and
here in the valley of the Loup River in Howard County, representatives of
the Milwaukee-based Danish Land and Homestead Company found
conditions that invited the creation of a second colony on the fertile Great
Plains. In 1875 the Danish town of Dannebrog vied with the American town
of Saint Paul for the location of the county seat. Saint Paul won the
election, but both towns gained greater commercial benefit from the track
built by the Union Pacific Railroad from Grand island into Howard County
in 1880. Such mundane facts are not secondary when discussing
Scandinavian-American colonies with respect to language use, for they
remind one that the primary concern of the foreign-born Americans was to
reate economic security. The rigors of making a living must have relieved
most Danish-Americans of time and energy to contemplate their Danish
heritage and its value to the coming generation. One gathers from
scattered comments by pioneer settlers of Howard County that the
foundation in 1888 of Nysted Folk High School was less understood by the
practical Danes than was the cooperative dairy formed in Nysted in 1884
or the Horse Breeders Association in 1891 . The necessity for the Danishowned Dannebrog State Bank was never in doubt, but there apparently
was not enough local incentive to revive the Danish-language newspaper
of Dannebrog, Stjernen (founded in 1888), when its printing plant burned in
1896. Stjernen was succeeded by the English-language Dannebrog News,
edited by P. S. Peterson. 14
In 1884 a committee on colonization was formed within the Danish
Church to locate favorable sites for Danish settlements. The method used
is exemplified by the arrangement made in 1884, when thirty-five thousand
acres of land in Lincoln County, Minnesota were reserved by the church
under an agreement with a land agent. For a period of three years the land
was to be sold to Danes only. 15 In 1910 Danish Americans represented 20
percent of the county's population . Other colonies initiated by the Danish
Church in Great Plains states were those in the vicinity of Larimore, North
Dakota; Dagmar, Montana; and Askov, Minnesota. Following the schism of
1894, the United Church also organized colonies: Kenmare, North Dakota;
Daneville, North Dakota; and Dane Valley (Culbertson), Montana. As
western states and Canada became increasingly attractive regions for
settlement, the synods extended their colonizing efforts to California,
Oregon, Washington, and Alberta. By making geographically cohesive
Danish-American communities possible, the churchmen may have
furthered in some measure the preservation of danskhed in America, but
one suspects that the average Danish American saw the matter as one of
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economy. In Lincoln County, Minnesota, land sold in 1895 for $14-20 an
acre; by 1916 the price had risen to $100-$125. The top asking price in the
older Elk Horn settlement had inflated by 1916 to $250 an acre. Both the
newly arrived immigrant and the mobile Danish-American farmer would
know where to go when they learned that agricultural land in Roosevelt
County, Montana-the Dane Valley colony-sold in 1916 for $15-$25 an
acre. 15 Brief descriptions of Danish settlements sent to the editor of
Salomons almanak graphically tell us of the priorities of the Danish
American on the Great Plains.
Flaxton, North Dakota - We had a good harvest again this year. In many places
wheat is yielding twenty bushels to the acre, and the price is good. Land can still be
bought for $25 an acre, and some perhaps a I ittle cheaper. Danes will not regret
buying land in this area, but one should not wait too long - A. J. Nygaard.
Ida Grove, Iowa - No uncultivated land here. Cultivated land costs from
$150-225 an acre. Hogs, cattle, pop corn, oats, wheat, barley. The Danes are usually
tenant farmers; they pay about $10 an acre in rent. Only rarely do the children speak
Danish. The first Danes here were Peder and Christian Lund from Lolland (in 1873).
Undersigned came here in 1880 - C.A. L. Jensen.
Rothsay, Minnesota - The town is Norwegian; very few Danes; Norwegian,
Norwegian, Norwegian; but they are second to none and will always lend a hand - A.
Hendricksen.
Mullen, Nebraska - There are only a few Danes here, ten to twelve families at
most. The region is thinly populated because it was settled under the Kincaid Law,
which requires a 640-acre claim per family. Mullen is about in the center of the socalled sand hill district of Nebraska and for its size (about 200 inhabitants) I dare say it
is the best trading center in Nebraska. Extensive hog and cattle shipping. The grass
here is amazingly nutritious and keeps longer than in the so-called better areas William Nelson."

One of the ironies of the effort by Danish-American synods to create
and maintain colonies in North America is the fact that so few Danish
Americans joined a Danish or any church. Church historians estimate that
in 1910 approximately 20 percent of the Danish-born and 8 percent of the
later generations of Danish Americans belonged to either of the two
Danish churches (40,737 members in 1910). 18 This educated appraisal puts
a sober perspective on the efforts by the synods to bolster the situation of
Danish language and culture in America. One must suppose that the
unchurched Danish Americans, the great majority, were not reached by
spokesmen for danskheden unless they belonged to a Danish-American
organization with cultural goals. In this regard one doubts that the
activities, for example, of the rather exclusive and definitely urban DanskAmerikansk Selskab ever touched the lives of small-town and rural Danes
in the Midwest.
Cultural and educational organizations could not create basic social
conditions favoring bilingualism. The number of pupils attending folk high
schools was, in the first place, a minuscule portion of the young Danish
Americans. During the ten years of its existence, Brorson Folk High School
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as Kenmare, North Dakota had an average annual attendance of fewer
than forty students. The record attendance was achieved by Danebod Folk
High School in Tyler, Minnesota, Which for a few years attracted more
than one hundred students. The prominent minister, educator, and writer
Kristian ~tergaard, one of the early teachers at Elk Horn Folk High School,
noted that the educational institution attracted settlers "because many
wanted to be in the vicinity of the school." 19 This comment expresses the
passive appreciation of most Danish Americans for culture in the
community. It was respected, but the education offered by this and the
other folk high schools was probably viewed as totally impractical in an
American era when a grade school education - and sometimes less-was
adequate for working-class occupations. Today, Dana College in Blair,
Nebraska and Grand View College in Des Moines, Iowa are the extant
colleges in Great Plains states which have their origins in the years when
Danish-American educators, mostly churchmen, founded twelve schools.
The churches were the primary social organization most Danish
Americans knew, yet the two synods were not alike in their concern for
Danish-language retention . That the Danish Church made greater efforts to
support the language is reflected by the percentage of church services
conducted in Danish as late as 1940: Danish Church (approximately 19,000
members): 45 percent; United Church (approximately 57,500 members): 16
percent. Church services are primarily directed at adults, and listening to
the pastor is a passive use of language at best. Information on the language
of Sunday schools, on the other hand, tells what was happening in a
situation requiring the active use of Danish by children . In 1923, 80 percent
of children attending Sunday school in the Danish Church did so in the
Danish-language classes; in 1927, 55 percent; in 1930, 44 percent. The
downward trend continues until 1950, when fewer than 1 percent of
Sunday school children were using Danish in that basic educational
situation. 20 Many ministers in the Danish Church clung to their mother
tongue and resisted the use of English long after it was clear that
bilingualism was not functional among the postimmigrant generations of
Danish Americans. But the practical necessity for using English in the
church was, inevitably, the stronger force. Adult voices in the Danish
church in 1922 describe the language gap between the older and younger
generations.
The language problem is most urgent in the cities and then again mostly in the
Middle West .
The general development is that they begin with English in the
Sunday schools. Then the instruction for confirmation is given in English, and last
come the services. In general I will say that the language must serve life. If we cannot
make ourselves understood by the children in Danish, then I believe we should use the
English language instead of letting them go elsewhere.
It is no longer possible to avoid it, especially in city congregations. Here we have,
nearly everywhere, children who do not understand Danish well enough to follow the
instruction in an entirely Danish Sunday school. What shall we do then? Shall we let
them go elsewhere or try to meet them on their own ground?"

-45-

I have attempted here to suggest the distribution of the DanishAmerican population around the turn of the century and to present
sociolinguistic factors that seem generally to have affected the viability of
Danish-English bilingualism . From our perspective in the late 1970s it is an
exercise in hindsight to discover in Danish-American history the social
conditions which foretold the quite rapid linguistic assimilation of this
relatively small group. Without strong clan feelings and culturally
undifferentiated from the dominant Western European population of the
United States, the Danish Americans encountered no closed doors as they
adjusted to life in the English-speaking nation. The ease with which the
postimmigrant generations slipped their ties with the Danish language was
heightened by the constant shrinkage of the foreign-born generations who,
in their day, had founded communities all over the Midwest.
Today the foreign-born Americans of Danish origin, equally distributed
across the country, number some 60,000. Their median age in 1970 was
sixty-six years. The median age of the 265,000 native Americans of Danish
parentage was fifty-six years. Of the second-generation Danish Americans,
41 percent claimed Danish as their mother tongue. One can consequently
estimate that 108,000 Americans born around 1921 used Danish as their
first language. This statistical speculation tells nothing about language
maintenance in later life, but the bare data do demonstrate the close
relationship between generation and mother tongue in the case of the
Danish Americans. Data in the 1970 census can be interpreted to estimate
to what generation claimants to a Scandinavian mother tongue belong.22
Mother Tongue:
Number of claimants:
Foreign born:
Second generation:
Later Generations:

Danish

Norwegian

Swedish

194,462

612,862
1.5.4%
.51.2
33.4

626,102
21%
61
18

30%
.5.5
15

Generations later than the second are identified in the census as " native of
native parentage." Only 29,000 Americans in this category claimed Danish
as their mother tongue.
This evidence of the assimilation , socially and linguistically, of
Scandinavian Americans is dramatized by comparison with the
generational breakdown of the eight million Americans who claimed
Spanish as their mother tongue in 1970. No fewer than 53 percent of these
were natives of native parentage. Furthermore, the median age of secondgeneration Hispanic Americans of Mexican and Cuban origin was fifteen
years, that of the foreign born thirty-eight years .
In fact, the situations of the speakers of Scandinavian languages and of
Spanish have never been comparable. The extralinguistic, sociocultural
factors which for generations have created resistance to linguistic
assimilation on the part of Hispanic Americans were experienced only for a
brief time by the Scandinavians. Some of the benign factors have to do
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with the local size of the foreign-born population, its renewal by constant
immigration, and the stability of extended families within a traditional
homeland in the United States.
Spanish also has acquired powerful status as a language of proud
resistance because of the traditional treatment of Hispanic Americans in
many cities and states as an inferior minority. The Scandinavian
immigrants, in sharp contrast, were welcomed to the United States by all
but the supporters of the various Know-Nothing movements, secret
societies which viewed immigrants in general as religious and social threats
to true American institutions. In the Great Plains states, however, where
the proportion of European Americans approached or exceeded 50 percent
for many decades following the Civil War, the Scandinavian Americans'
accommodation to English-language culture developed in a social climate
where the main resistance to a shift to English lay in the immigrant
generations' wish to bequeath the languages of Scandinavia to their
American children.

FOOTNOTES
1.

Ray Allen Billington , Westward Expansion, A History of the American Frontier, 4th ed. (New
York: Macmillan , 1974) , pp . 279-96, 392-407 .

2.

P .S. Vig , ed ., Danske i Amerika, 2 vols . (Minneapolis: C . Rasmussen Publishing Co ., 1907-14) .
l(B) : 205-26 .

3.

The church organization that was later named the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
(the Danish Church) was founded in 1872. Various differences among the clergy led in the course
of the 1880s to the formal creation, in 1896, of the United Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America (the United Church) . Putting the theological differences aside , one may say that the
(Grundtvigian) Danish Church saw greater importance in the preservation of Danish culture than
did the (Inner Mission) United Church. In numbers of congregations, the United Church was twice
as large as the Danish Church throughout the history of the two synods (now merged with the
Lutheran Church in America and the American Lutheran Church, respectively) . For a concise
description of the attitudes toward Danish culture which contributed to the schism, see Thorvald
Hansen , School in the Woods : The Story of an Immigrant Seminary (Des Moines, Iowa: Grand
View College, 1977). Major studies of Danish-American church history are Paul C. Nyholm , The
Americanization of the Danish Lutheran Churches (Copenhagen : Institute for Danish Church
History, University of Copenhagen. 1963) : Enok Mortensen . The Danish Lutheran Church in
America, The History and Heritage of the American Euange/ical Lutheran Church (Philadelphia :
Lutheran Church in America . 1967) .

4.

It has been estimated that around 1900 no less than one-third of the Danish-born in the United
States subscribed to Danish-American newspapers (Marion T. Marzolf. "The Pioneer Danish Press
in Midwest America ." Scandinauian Studies 48 [1976) : 437 -38: Marion T. Marzolf. "The DanishLanguage Press in America" [Ph .D. diss., University of Michigan . 19721) . The perfect ease with
which a Dane could read Norwegian-American newspapers limits the usefulness of Danish circulations as an indication of language loyalty . One wonders how many Danish-born read local
Norwegian papers , such as Visergutten in Story City , Iowa (circulation 9,600 in 1910) or Posten og
Ved Amen in Decorah. Iowa (circulation 36,821 in 1910) (N. W. Ayer and Sons's American
Newspaper Annual and Directory [Philadelphia : Ayer and Son. 1910) . pp . 1153. 1161-12).

-47-

5.

Einar Haugen , "Norm and Deviation in Bilingual Communities," in Bilingualism : Psychological ,

Social, and Educational Implications, ed . Peter A. Hornby (New York: Academic Press , 1977) ,
pp . 91-102.
6.

Nils Hasselmo, Amerikasuenska : en bok om spraakutuecklingen i Suensk-Amerika (Stockholm :
Esselte Studium , 1974) ; Einar Haugen . The Norwegian Language in America: A Study in Bilingual
Behavior, 2 vols . (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press , 1953) .

7.

These examples of American Danish are taken from Henrik
(Copenhagen : Gyldendal , 1897) , 1:350-54; Nikotin (pseud .].
Amerikansk," in Solomons almanak for 1916 (Seattle : Danish
Coast) , pp . 128-30; Karl Larsen , De , der tog hjemmefra, 4
1910-14) .

8.

Kristian Hvidt , Danske ueje uestpaa: en bog om uduandringen ti/ Amerika (Copenhagen : Politiken ,
1976) , pp . 100-14; English-language edition , Danes Go West (Copenhagen : Rebild National Park
Society, 1976) .

9.

U.S . Bureau of the Census. Thirteenth Census of the United States. 1910 vol. 1. Population . pp .
998-1006.

10 .

William F. Mackey, "The Description of Bilingualism ," in Readings in the Sociology of Language,
ed . Joshua A. Fishman (The Hague: Mouton , 1968) . pp . 554-56 .

11 .

Cavling, Fro Amerika. 2 vols .
"Det maarkelige Sprog , DanskPublishing House of the Pacific
vols . (Copenhagen : Gyldendal ,

Nationwide , 35 percent of the Danish -born lived in cities of more than twenty-five thousand . In the
Great Lakes states, the rural and urban proportion of Danes reflected the greater industrialization in

those states (rural population: Illinois, 22 percent; Michigan, 61 percent; Wisconsin , 58 percent) .
12 .

Solomons almanak: de Forenede Slaters danske almanak. haand- og aarbog for 1915, ed . Michael
Salomon (Seattle : Danish Publishing House of the Pacific Coast , 1915). p . 54.

13.

" Danske Settlements ," Solomons almanak for 1917, pp . 135-38; Enok Mortensen, "Den danske
h<ijskole i U.S .A .." Kirke og folk , 26 , no . 13 (15 August 1977) : pp . 1-3 ; 26 . no. 14 (10
September 1977) : pp . 3-5 ; 26 , no . 15 (25 September 1977) : pp . 2-4 .

14.

Ludvig Petersen. "Nysted og Dannebrog . Nebraska ," Solomons almanak for 1916, pp . 159-63.

15.

Enok Mortensen. Stories from Our Church : A Popular History of the Danish Euangelical Lutheran
Church of America (Des Moines : Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 1952) . pp .
69-82 .

16 .

"Danske Settlements ," Solomons almanak for 1916. pp. 147-52 .

17 .

"Korrespondancer ," Solomons almanak for 1915, pp . 51 -58 (Translation mine) .

18.

Nyholm. Americanization . pp . 284-89.

19.

Vig , ed ., Danske i Amerika, 118): 333.

20 .

Nyholm . Americanization , pp . 296-300. For comparable information concerning the status of
Swedish in churches . see Sture Lindmark. Swedish America. 1914 -1932, Studies in Ethn icity with
Emphasis on Illinois and Minnesota (Uppsala : Laromedelsforlagen. 1971) . pp . 236-304 .

21.

Nyholm, Americanization. p . 297 .

22 .

U.S. Bureau of the Census . Census of Population : 1970: Subject Reports: Final Report PC/2) -lA.
National Origin and Language . pp . 66-71. 492 . This is a reference to Table 10. "Age of the

-48-

Foreign Stock by Nativity, Country of Origin and Sex, " and Table 19, "Mother Tongue of the
Population by Nativity and Parentage" (data based on a 15 percent sample of the population).
Reprinted from "Languages in Conflict", edited by Paul Schack, by permission of University of Nebraska
Press . Copyright© 1980 by the University of Nebraska Press .

Donald K . Watkins is Professor of Germanic Languages and Literature at the University of Kansas. where he
teaches Danish , German and Norwegian . He hos an ongoing research interest in Danish American literature
and history . His article , "Carl Hansen , Prairie Iconoclast'' appeared in The Bridge. Number Two . 1979. and

The Bridge . Number Five . August. 1980. carried his "Notes On The Early Mormon Mission In Denmark."
Professor Watkins serves on the Editorial Support Committee of the Danis h American Heritage Society .

-49-

